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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY

A rarely seen resident at 1400 to 2300 m (4500-7500 ft) in the Sierra Nevada from the
vicinity of Quincy, Plumas Co. south to the Yosemite region. Most recent records are from
the Merced and Tuolumne River drainages of Yosemite National Park. Occasionally reported
in northwestern California in winter, and in Warner Mts. in summer (McCaskie et al. 1988).
Breeds in old-growth red fir, mixed conifer, or lodgepole pine habitats, always in the vicinity of
wet meadows. Recent studies suggest a population decline; there may be fewer than 50
pairs remaining in California (Grinnell and Miller 1944, Winter 1980, 1982).

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS

Feeding: Stoops on meadow-dwelling rodents, especially pocket gophers and voles, from
low, exposed perches in or on edge of meadows. Eats a few birds, up to grouse size.

Cover: Uses trees in dense forest stands for roosting cover. Small trees and snags in, or
on edge of, meadows used for hunting perches.

Reproduction: Nests in large, broken-topped snags, usually greater than 60 cm (24 in)
dbh; builds no nest (Winter 1980). The 6 nests located in California have been within 262 m
(861 ft) of a meadow (Winter 1980, 1982). Nest height ranged from 7.6 to 21.9 m (25-72 ft)
above the ground. In other parts of range, often uses old hawk or eagle nests.

Water: No additional data found.

Pattern: Forages in wet meadows and nests and roosts in nearby dense coniferous forest.
Both old-growth and second-growth forest used if suitable nest-sites are available (Winter
1982).

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, circadian activity; considerable daytime activity.

Seasonal Movements/Migration: Most individuals apparently are resident, but there are
few winter records. Some nonbreeders, postbreeders, and juveniles wander above breeding
range to 2900 m (9000 ft) (Gaines 1977b). May be nomadic, following prey populations.

Home Range: Home range and territory probably same. In California, Winter (1982)
estimated home range at 239-258 ha (591 -638 ac). In Wyoming, Craighead and Craighead
(1956) reported that home range varied from 256-400 ha (632-988 ac).

Territory: Most of home range probably defended. In Quebec, Brenton and Pittaway



(1971) reported a mean territory size of 45 ha (112 ac).

Reproduction: Peak of egg-laying probably March through May. Monogamous. One
clutch per yr averages 3 eggs (range 1-5). Incubation about 30 days, by female. Male feeds
female and semialtricial young at nest. Fledging age is 21-28 days, or more (Pulliainen and
Loisa 1977).

Niche: Largest North American owl. California Endangered; apparently the rarest owl in
California. Should be searched for in suitable habitat in northern California.

REFERENCES

Bent, A. C. 1938. Life histories of North American birds of prey. Part 2. U.S. Natl. Mus. Bull.
170. 482pp.

Brenton, D. F., and R. Pittaway, Jr. 1971. Observations of the great gray owl on its winter
range. Can. Field-Nat. 85:315-322.

Craighead, J. J., and F. C. Craighead, Jr. 1956. Hawks, owls and wildlife. Stackpole Books,
Harrisburg, PA. 443pp.

Ehrlich, P. R., D. S. Dobkin, and D. Wheye. 1988. The birder's handbook. Simon and
Schuster, New York. 785pp.

Gaines, D. 1977b. Birds of the Yosemite Sierra. California Syllabus, Oakland. 153pp.
Grinnell, J., and A. H. Miller. 1944. The distribution of the birds of California. Pac. Coast

Avifauna No. 27. 608pp.
Hoglund, N. H., and E. Lansgren. 1968. The great gray owl and its prey in Sweden. Viltrevy

5:363-421.
Jackman, S. M., and J. M. Scott. 1975. Literature review of twenty three selected forest birds

of the Pacific Northwest. U.S. Dep. Agric., For. Serv., Reg. 6, Portland, OR. 382pp.
Karalus, K. E., and A. W. Eckert. 1974. The owls of North America. Doubleday Co., Garden

City, NY. 278pp.
McCaskie, G., P. De Benedictis, R. Erickson, and J. Morlan. 1988. Birds of northern

California, an annotated field list. 2nd ed. Golden Gate Audubon Soc., Berkeley.
Pulliainen, E., and K. Loisa. 1977. Breeding biology and food of the great gray owl, Strix

nebulosa, in northeastern Finnish Forest, Lapland. Aquilo. Ser. Zool. 17:23-33.
Wahlstedt, J. 1969. Hunting, feeding, and vocalizations of the great gray owl. Vor Fogelvarld

28:89-101.
Winter, J. 1980. The status and distribution of the great grey owl in California. Calif. Dept.

Fish and Game, Sacramento. Final Rep. Proj. W-54-R-12. 37pp.
Winter, J. 1981. Some aspects of the ecology of the great gray owl in the central Sierra

Nevada. U.S. Dep. Agric., For. Serv., Stanislaus Nat. For., Sonora, CA. Final Rep.
Contract No. 43-2276. 22pp.

Winter, J. 1982. Further investigations on the ecology of the great gray owl in the central
Sierra Nevada. U.S. Dep. Agric., For. Serv., Stanislaus Nat. For., Sonora, CA. Final Rep.
Contract No. 43-2348. 35pp.in southeastern Washington. Pages 18-26 in
P. P. Schaeffer and S. M. Ehlers, eds. Procs. Sympos. on Owls of the West. Natl.
Audubon Soc., Tiburon, CA. 97pp.

Species notes are designed to support the species-habitat relationships database models in the California Wildlife Habitat Relationships (CWHR) System 
and are also published within the current version of the CWHR software.  Please cite as:  California Department of Fish and Game.  California Interagency 
Wildlife Task Group.  2005.  California Wildlife Habitat Relationships version 8.1 personal computer program.  Sacramento, California.




